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Abstract 
 
People over 65 years are a small but growing demographic of information technology 
users. Peer teaching and the ongoing support provided by computer groups for older 
people address their learning needs in the context of specific age-related issues. This 
study has shown that the capacity of older people to imagine the future is implicated in 
the tenacity they show towards learning computer skills. Findings from a study of a 
seniors’ computer club indicate that for some older learners, age related issues do 
impact on learning. However, for both the tutor and learners, mastery of the computer is 
anticipated as a way to improve their lifestyle options. Therefore, an important motivator 
of progress for older learners is the potentiality of the computer to achieve specific ends. 
An ethnographic case study of seniors’ engagement with computers was undertaken, 
involving a researcher in observations of tutorials and club trouble-shooting sessions 
over several months. In addition, face-to-face in-depth interviews were conducted with 
several club members, including the tutor as a key informant. The computer club 
provides a context that supports learning. Peer interaction is a teaching and learning 
strategy conducive to the needs of older people, and their progress is likely to be 
sustained by their anticipation of the benefits computers will bring to their lifestyle. 
 
Key words: Computers; older learners; gender; computer clubs; peer teaching; habitus; 
technology; life narrative; qualitative; case study.  
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Introduction 
 
 
Policy guiding the adoption of new information technologies in Australia intimates that all 
citizens should become computer literate so that they can fully participate in the 
“information society” (Commonwealth of Australia, 2001/2002; National Office for the 
Information Economy, 2002). Not surprisingly, social exclusion of older people has been 
a topic of many investigations and commentaries in relation to the practical outworking of 
access to technology in this context (Barnett & Adkins, 2001; Cameron, Marquis & 
Webster, 2001; Tay, 2001; Foskey, 2000; Scott, 1999a, 1999b; Steinberg, Walley, 
Najman & Donald, 1999). Concerns about aspects of social exclusion are well founded, 
since statistics do indicate that the likelihood of using a computer decreases as age 
increases. Lloyd and Hellwig (2000), for instance, found that “retirees” were the group 
most likely to remain without an Internet connection (63% were unconnected compared 
with 29% of all age groups that were not connected). However, on the other hand, the 
number of adults 65 years and over who do access the Internet has reportedly more 
than doubled since 1999 (ABS, 2004). In 2002, for example, 13% of adults aged over 65 
years accessed the Internet. In particular, the statistics show that the online activity of 
older users is dominated by email or chat site use (77%), slightly exceeding that 
category of use by younger people (73%) (ABS, 2003). Importantly, a survey of retired 
couples who were connected to the Internet found they reported major benefits: 
communication convenience, being part of the “information age”, and having the ability 
to access “real-time” information (NOIE, 2000). 
 
Certainly, there is research that confirms that older people have the capacity to learn 
how to use computer technology (Scott, 2001) and that their learning can be facilitated in 
settings such as computer clubs and library sessions (Williamson, Bow & Wale, 1997; 
Foskey, Hazzlewood, Barnett & Lewis, 2001; Hazzlewood, 2001). There is some 
indication that the levels of interest that older learners exhibit towards computers can be 
described in four categories - novices or potential users, regular emailers, competent 
users, and finally, the eSeniors who are frequent and expert users (Hazzlewood, 2002). 
Thus, older learners represent a highly diversified group, in terms of competency levels, 
with their computer and Internet use. For instance, while there are complete novices, 
equally, there are many older people who are computer literate and keenly interested in 
facilitating computer tuition for their peers (Hazzlewood & Kilpatrick, 2001; Swindell & 
Vasella, 1999). Groups such as The Australian Seniors Computer Clubs Association 
(ASCCA), Council on the Ageing (COTA), and Universities of the Third Age (U3A), for 
example, actively promote computer tuition by older people for older people. As these 
and other examples show, the use of supportive peer teaching and learning approaches 
meet the special requirements of complete beginners who may be fearful of the 
technology (Barker, 2001), and thereby increases the likelihood of their learning 
success.  
 
Research also indicates that there are complex issues related to older peoples up take 
of computer technology. For instance, the costs of set up and access, lack of computer 
and Internet literacy, and physical difficulties that are associated with the use of many 
electronic services are one set of factors (COTA National Seniors, 2004). Older users 
may also have either a favourable or negative response to the design and operational 
features of computers (West, 2002). Typically, technology researchers and developers 
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are young, and do not fully appreciate the needs of older users (Zajicek, 2004). Zajicek 
suggests that age-related impairments such as vision, hearing and memory loss, and 
loss of mobility, contribute to “loss of confidence and difficulties in orientation and 
absorption of information”. In a similar vein, Marquie, Jourdan-Boddaert and Huet’s 
(2002) study of young and old computer users found that among the older group, “non-
cognitive factors, such as fears of computerization … age-related negative stereotypes, 
attitudes and lack of confidence” impacted on the success of their mastery of new 
computer technology. Older people’s self-perceptions are, therefore, a possible 
hindrance to their initial engagement with new technology, and not to be discounted or 
confused with assumptions based on stereotypical ideas about their capacities.  
 
Importantly, other research highlights the ways in which computers can improve the well 
being of older people in settings such as retirement homes (Buys, 1998). Mynatt and 
Rogers (2002) also found that technology use could potentially support the functional 
independence of older people and thus assist them to continue living independently in 
their own homes. In high care situations, older people’s use of a computer, when 
supported with one-on-one training, enabled them to maintain their home health care 
networks and, thus, improved their self esteem (Billipp, 2001). Therefore, while there are 
barriers for many older users to overcome, there are also significant benefits, especially 
considering the assistance a computer is able to provide for those older people requiring 
support in daily living. The benefits are not only in terms of the broad issues of social 
inclusion and access to technology use, but also in terms of gaining competency and 
skill that enhances older adults’ independence and, therefore, impacts favourably on 
their self esteem and well being, and their “options for improving their quality of life” 
(Swindell, 2002).  
 
Thus far, studies about older users of computers have covered a wide range of aspects 
such as cognition and learning, access and inclusion, and well being and health support.  
Less is known, however, about how the aspirations of older people to improve their 
lifestyles are implicated in their motives to gain new skills. Certainly, the pervasiveness 
of computers in our society has occurred rapidly. Yet, in the day-to-day lives of 
individuals their relationship to technology rests on the acquisition of a new set of skills 
and competencies to enable particular activities. An orientation to the future in this 
context can explain older adults’ desires to learn about technology in order to maintain 
their identity and lifestyle. In some respects, the focus on computer technology as 
revolutionary has obscured some rather practical aspects of technology use. Access to 
infrastructure and computer education is essential. However, a more fundamental issue 
is, rather, how computer competency provides older people with the capacity to engage 
in domains or fields of interest keenly associated with their individual lifestyles. 
Adaptation to new ways of communicating to accomplishing participation in a field of 
interest is an aspect that has been little explored in the context of the older learner.  
 
Studies have shown that that the there are lower rates of participation in learning by 
older adults, with “cognitive interest, social activity, and expressive and instrumental 
orientations” indicated as motivating factors (Kim & Merriam, 2004). Thus, orientation 
towards a specific outcome is implied. The relationship between an individual and a field 
or domain of interest is mediated by the habitus, a collective and individual disposition 
that is unconsciously formed over time and exhibited through both cognitive and physical 
actions (Wacquant, 1992, p.16). Habitus is expressed through distinct mannerisms and 
lifestyle habits that an individual shows through their inclination “to eat certain foods, to 
take on certain jobs, to seek out certain types of entertainment, to speak and write in 
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particular ways, and to feel, hope, and desire” (Stillar, 1998, pp. 95, 96). These habits, 
because they are socialized attributes, are deeply embedded and unconsciously 
displayed (Bourdieu, 1986, pp. 245, 256). Sterne (2003) argues that “technologies are 
essentially subsets of habitus – they are organized forms of movement” (p. 370). 
Therefore, technology does not exist independently; it is “embodied in lived practice 
through habitus” (p. 385). Conceptualising the relationship between technology use and 
the habitus of older people allows for a different kind of investigation of the role that the 
computer plays in the lives of older people based on the pursuit of goals associated with 
lifestyle preferences.  
 
This study, therefore, departs from other investigations of older people’s associations 
with computers to raise questions about how new technology is implicated in the 
continued accomplishment of an older person’s lifestyle. The paper reports findings of a 
case study based on the experiences of older learners in a computer club. In an 
environment based on friendship and trust, how proficiencies developed and facilitated 
activities independent of the club location is explored. 
Methodology 
 
The investigation used a qualitative case study methodology in which an empirical 
investigation was undertaken in a real-life context (Yin, 1994, p. 23). Case study is a 
“detailed examination of an event (or series of related events) which the analyst believes 
exhibits (or exhibit) the operation of some identified general theoretical principle” 
(Mitchell, 1983). In this case study, it is the relationship between domains of interest and 
the habitus, or dispositions and motives, of older people. Varied and relevant settings 
were part of the case study (Hamel, Dufour & Fortin, 1993, p. 45), and included the 
computer club and the home settings of club members. Participants in the study were 
computer club members comprising almost equal numbers of men and women, aged 
between 61 and 82 years of age, all of whom were living independently, and in good 
health. Methods of data collection included observations and interviews. Observational 
data were gathered from: a) tutorial sessions in which a tutor and five older learners did 
basic exercises on the computers (the researcher took the role of an onlooker only 
during these sessions); b) monthly club meetings over a six month period where around 
twelve members attended to share information and trouble-shoot problems with their 
computers (the researcher attended as a participant/observer, sitting in on meetings, 
and conversing with members during tea breaks). Brief notes made during observations 
were later written up in detail. In-depth interviews were undertaken with the club 
coordinator/tutor as a key informant, and club members. In all, six men and five women 
contributed to the interview data collection, consistent with the gender composition of the 
club meetings during the observation period. Two of these interviews were with couples, 
and, clearly, it was the men who were predominantly interested in the computer. The 
open-ended, face-to-face interviews lasted approximately 45 minutes, and included 
questions about previous experiences and current activities in the club, and the use of 
the home computer. The interviewing process was informed by Holstein and Gubrium’s 
(1995) notion of the active interview as a shared, yet strategic conversational encounter. 
Interviews were audio-taped and transcribed, and together with the documents and 
notes from observations, the data were stored and managed in N-Vivo (QSR N-Vivo, 
1998-1999), the qualitative data analysis program.  
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Data Analysis 
  
Analysis of the data collection was guided by ethnographic principles that prioritise the 
everyday meaning-making of participants in settings (Hilbert, 1992, pp 59-61). Thus, 
observations were analysed in conjunction with the texts from interviews with a focus on 
activities and interactions of members in the computer club context. Methods of analysis 
were based on “dramatism”, an approach consistent with understanding meaning and 
actions in bounded situations. Goffman’s concept of the performance team (Goffman, 
1973, pp 284-297), for instance, was used for ethnographic interpretations of club 
members’ interaction.  
  
A team is a grouping, but it is a grouping not in relation to a 
social structure or social organization but rather in relation 
to an interaction or series of interactions in which the 
relevant definition of the situation is maintained. (Goffman, 
1973, pp. 281) 
 
The concept of a performance team enabled a set of persons to be bracketed off as an 
analytical category to investigate orders of interaction within the group (Goffman, 1973, 
p. 283). In regard to the interviews, discourse analysis based on Burke’s rhetorical 
method was used to interpret the relationships between elements of text in the 
transcribed interviews. As a metaphoric structure, based on dramatism, the pentad of 
act, scene, agent, agency and purpose highlighted the intentions and motives of the 
speakers to position themselves in particular ways in regard to the computer club, and 
their learning experiences. Thus, the pentad highlighted a setting or “scene” as the 
container for an “act” enabling relationships to be understood in context (Stillar, 1998, 
pp. 3-20).  
Description of the setting  
The setting for the study was a computer club attached to a non-profit community 
organisation that supported the interests of older people. The organisation’s 
headquarters were located in a suburb of Brisbane, Queensland, and close to bus and 
rail transport. One of the concerns of the organisation was the lack of computer literacy 
among older citizens, and to address this issue, they had offered tutorials regularly for 
several years. Two retired men acted as voluntary tutors/class coordinators and 
facilitated teaching modules on several days of the week. Tutorials in two-hourly 
sessions introduced basic word processing, Internet surfing and email use. In addition, 
the tutors alternated in leading the computer club, with the same tutor, aged 77 years, 
leading during the time frame of this study. The club met monthly to provide on-going 
trouble-shooting sessions that reinforced learning and addressed problems with club 
members’ home use. The organisation provided space, equipment and Internet access, 
some staff support for tutorial bookings and technical assistance.  
 
Two rooms were used by the computer club - the first large room for club meetings, the 
second smaller room for tutorials. When the outer room was set up for club meetings two 
tables were pushed together in an oblong shape, with chairs around, and to one side a 
smaller table used a lap top computer facing the wall. On the table to the side of this was 
a projector for enlarging the image of the computer screen onto the wall. A space for 
coffee and tea making for a tea break was available (see Appendix).  What could be 
taught in tutorials and shown in club meetings was, to a large extent, limited by the 
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equipment, and the club relied on either voluntary assistance or funding for upgrades. 
On the walls above the screen and to the side of the screen there were posters that 
advertised various activities for older people, such as Senior Citizen’s Week. These 
materials defined the setting in terms of the concerns and interests of older people.  
 
Results 
 
Conceptualising the activity of members as a team enabled the computer tutorial and the 
club meetings to be understood as a relationship between teacher and learners, expert 
and novice, yet the relationship could also be understood in terms of an affinity between 
people with similar dispositions because of their age. Analysis of interview texts 
highlighted how older people’s involvement with the group was underpinned by their 
needs and aspirations. Firstly, the relationships in the tutorials highlighted the nature of a 
collective disposition demonstrated by the peer tutor’s empathy with the learning 
problems and abilities of older people. The tutor had an awareness of the specific 
idiosynchracies of older learners, and information was delivered in a way that met their 
needs for repetitive instruction. Secondly, the social interaction in the context of trouble-
shooting meetings highlighted the continuing relationship between the tutor and club 
members, where the repetitive elements were reinforced. The interaction within the club 
provided support and ongoing learning for the diverse levels of accomplishment and 
aspiration of group members. The support of the tutor was also provided apart from the 
club time table to help members select and purchase computers and peripherals. Finally, 
accounts in interview texts revealed how older people imagined their futures. They 
anticipated that the computer would enable them to pursue interests that would enrich 
their lives in diverse ways. For some, this was through doing genealogy, for others it was 
being able to join conversations in chat rooms, while others enjoyed graphics and card 
making, archiving, and Internet browsing.  
Peer empathy 
Clearly, the focus of the tutorials was on training, and interaction in the sessions 
highlighted both the leadership qualities required for peer teaching and the range of 
learning needs of older people.  The teaching modules were aimed at meeting the 
specific needs of older learners - repetition was important, and indeed, essential. The 
theory driving the computer training sessions was “Keep going back more and more 
hours, that’s the way it [the module] worked.  You explain that it’s based on a theory and 
the theory of the ‘say, remember what we did, and build on that’” (Class tutor).  
 
In a typical session the tutor walked about behind people, who were seated in front of 
computer screens, guiding the process and stepping in when problems were 
encountered. Tutorials began by teaching: how to browse using direct addresses, how to 
compile a list of favourites, how to use search engines. After a break, learners were 
taught how to set up an email account. As people experienced difficulties, the tutor 
offered help, although managing the different levels of understanding in the group was 
sometimes problematic. The empathy of the peer tutor for older learners was apparent in 
many instances of interaction. For instance, he patiently explained and assisted arthritic 
fingers to manage the mouse; he calmed fears of making errors, and explained the 
responses of the machine; he repeated processes that had been forgotten. In one 
instance, the tutor was quick to reassure when an automatic web prompt occurred: “No 
you’re not doing anything wrong, it’s the machine being intuitive”. This kind of 
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reassurance was a way of overcoming the anxiety of new learners, and took account of 
age-relate impairments noted by Zajicek (2004) that could create loss of confidence. 
Thus, peer teaching was a relationship between the tutor and older learner based on a 
similar disposition towards age related issues that impact on learning. 
 
As a key informant, the tutor was able to comment on significant issues he had noticed 
over time in terms of older learners’ progress. As he said, some of them “sit there with a 
blank expression so that they knew last week or even yesterday but forgot”. This short 
example of text, when viewed through the dramatic elements of agents and scenes 
illustrates the relationship between learners and the tutorials. The tutor’s remark “they sit 
there” indicates the present learning setting where “a blank expression” indicates they 
have forgotten what, in previous scenes in the past, they did know. The tutor recognizes 
the frustrations of both teaching and learning when older people have memory loss. 
Even with their obvious enthusiasm to learn, and constant repetition, some may not be 
able to retain the information to manage at home. Nevertheless, many older people 
continue to attend the club, claiming that repetition improved their memory. Interestingly, 
research suggests that older people have problems mastering new technology because 
of low confidence in their abilities in this regard, rather than memory difficulties (Marquie, 
Jourdan-Boddaert & Huet, 2002). Other studies have noted that older people reported 
subjective improvement after they had participated in memory training activities 
(Schmidt, Berg & Deelman, 2001). There is some evidence, then, that exposure to 
consistent, repetitive training may be beneficial to the older learner.   
 
Older men and older women have different experiences of work and social relationships 
(Thompson, 1994; Solomon & Szwabo, 1994). Over time the tutor had also noticed 
gender differences in the ways that older learners approached the computer: These 
observations made reference to life course and work histories that might impact on an 
older person’s orientation to the computer. 
  
The men will pick up the concepts, mechanical 
background, and they’re carrying more knowledge around 
than they know as well.  I find that the women are keener 
somehow.  There’s more excitement somehow.  They have 
fun with the thing, yeah, so excited can’t wait to get back. 
(Class tutor) 
 
The tutor had noticed that older men seemed unconsciously to have “more knowledge”, 
and he attributed this to a mechanical background, a scene from their working past. 
Men’s perceptions of the computer may be grounded in the workplace, rather than 
fundamentally associating the computer with play. For many men, the introduction of the 
first main-frame computers into business and work places may be remembered in terms 
of the size and number crunching practices rather like a machine process. On the other 
hand, women approached the computer as something quite new – there was an element 
of fun and excitement. Some authors suggest that older women’s expectations of their 
social roles rarely extended beyond the home and child rearing (Settersten and 
Lovegreen 1998), and this may explain their different attitude towards the computer – it 
is not associated with work, but with leisurely and novel pursuits taken up in later life. 
Studies indicate that, given information and opportunities, women respond positively to 
technology, recognising the advantages this will bring to their lifestyles (The Rural 
Women and ICT Research Team, 1999). Therefore, education, work experiences and 
gender differences should be acknowledged as part of the life course that impact on 
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adapting to change (Bernard, Itzin, Phillipson & Skucha, 1995; Barnett, Buys & Adkins, 
2000).  
  
As a shared environment peer grouped clubs for older people provide support on the 
basis of a generational consciousness (Jerrome, 1988). In such groups, peers are able 
to share similar experiences related to ageing. The value of the peer teaching approach 
in the computer club was evident in the tutor’s relationship to the older learners, where 
desires of older people to become computer literate were addressed in a way that 
recognized the barriers they may encounter. For instance, issues such as novice status, 
different levels of understanding, different reactions on the basis of gender, and potential 
memory losses, even from one day to the next, and lack of confidence, were met with a 
patient, well-paced and supportive approach.   
 
Social interaction and trouble-shooting 
 
One of the significant benefits of the club was the opportunity it provided for social 
interaction based on solving computer problems. Older learners who joined the 
Computer Club had a range of ability levels and found the gatherings increased their 
knowledge. The club meeting was essentially a trouble-shooting forum, and its success 
depended on the tutor and members bringing problems and topics of interest to share. 
Typically, the sessions were guided by the tutor who projected the image of the 
computer screen onto the wall so that all could see, mindful of the vision deficits of 
some. The introduction to the session followed a routine in which word processing 
problems were addressed, followed by connecting to websites of interest. The kinds of 
sites chosen indicate a relationship between older people and their interests.  For 
instance, websites that were suggested by the tutor included investment sites, travel and 
flight booking pages, and the tutor’s particular favourite, ”Howstuffworks.” One woman 
was particularly impressed by online greeting cards, “I thought was absolutely wonderful 
… well I would never have known about that if I hadn't gone to the computer club.” On 
one occasion when a member brought a grandchild to the meeting, the tutor opened a 
link to a webcam in Antarctica. Thus, the choices of sites were linked to topics thought to 
be of interest to older people. Club members brought along website addresses that they 
found difficult to open at home, or that they wanted to check out at the club. Genealogy 
was a highly favoured interest for many members, and several meetings included time 
spent showing what was available on the web. The Commonwealth War Graves 
Commission http://www.cwgc.org/ was a request from two men tracing information about 
acquaintances and relatives who may have been listed. This particular instance 
highlights the close association that this generation of older people has with war-time 
experiences. 
 
The example below of text from an interview illustrates how a member described the 
benefits of the club. The scene depicted by the speaker identifies the current activity of 
the club with scenes in his working life. Just as might occur in a conference, the club 
provides opportunities for the novice to learn from the informal talk when people with a 
range of information and skills come together: 
 
talking to the people down there is very handy because I 
always found that when you go to conferences or 
something like that its not so much the conferences it’s the 
people you MEET and the talk over lunch or something like 
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that you know you learn a lot of things and that’s what 
happens down at the Computer User Group  
 
 
Clearly, the Computer Club meetings provided a comfortable setting in which older 
people could investigate a range of issues, and the tutor was often engaged in 
conversations about the best type of computer or scanner to buy, and where to find 
reasonable Internet deals for time use and costs. Interviews with club members revealed 
that the tutor often accompanied new learners when they bought their own computers. 
Thus, there is a change in the relationship moving from the teacher role to become a 
consumer adviser, and to some extent, a protector of people who had little knowledge of 
the marketing of computers. Having an associate of the same age who had the time to 
assist in this way was, therefore, welcomed. Between meetings, many members were in 
contact with the tutor and with each other, since what was taught at the club was 
supplemented by experimentation at home.  
 
Associations based on computer use also extended beyond the scope of the club 
members. In one instance, the use of the computer enabled a club member to support a 
friend after the loss of a spouse. The example illustrates the benefits of virtual interaction 
that eventually led to wider networks for this friend that decreased his loneliness. After 
much encouragement, the friend bought a computer, and the daily routine in both 
houses involved exchanging email and electronic cards, a practice of familiarity and 
playfulness, together with exchanges of information about free Internet downloads, often 
followed up by phone calls. The computer also played a significant part in connecting the 
widowed friend to others in a real and virtual sense. Because of his interest in the 
computer, he formed an association with a retired chemist in his neighbourhood. The 
notion of the computer as an agent in minimizing loneliness indicates its almost 
therapeutic context as it mediates communications and encourages continuity of life 
interests.  
 
Older people are the products of a particular social conditioning made more complex by 
varied histories of socialization. Sterne (2003) comments that habitus is expressed 
through the “way a person walks, talks, types, plays a musical instrument, drives, her 
aesthetic preferences perceived health needs”, and so on. Habitus joins people together 
on the basis of shared characteristics. The social interaction enabled through 
association with others of the same age enabled club members to interact and share 
knowledge around highly specific interests. For many, the computer opened 
opportunities for continued engagement with others, and in this way, contributed to their 
well being. Engaging with technology also indicates an open attitude towards new 
challenges, as a 79 year old woman commented:  
 
It’s fascinating.  I’m fascinated by it you know. I can’t help it 
I’m just, I’m just - all this new things, I love it.  I’m still 
brainy enough to get into it so that’s one thing I’m very 
thankful for 
 
While positive findings about technology use have been found in settings where older 
people are severely restricted (Billipp, 2001), they also apply to the older people in this 
study who were mobile and physically healthy. 
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Imaging the future 
 
Many of the issues raised in the interviews illustrated that while some older people were 
fascinated by the technology for its own sake, others saw the computer as a way of 
enabling their current scope of interests in later life to continue, and even expand. Club 
members were able to present themselves in scenes in which a background of a life 
narrative, a life trajectory, was reflected upon, and interpreted in the present context of 
learning about computers. Some interviewees spoke of opportunities that could be 
achieved with improved competence on the computer. For instance, one of the women 
mentioned that the tutor encouraged her to become a class tutor. She attributed this 
opportunity to her lifetime disposition towards, and ability with, “technical” things: “I like 
technical things, I like lots of things whatever is good for you.” Even though she had little 
education, she remembered occasions where she “always got picked for something I 
don't know why.” In this context, the use of the computer shows a relationship between 
habitus and field where lifestyle practices meet highly individualized needs. Imagining 
scenes for computer use in the future was typical of the ways older people explained 
their involvement with the club. For instance, the quotation below from the class tutor 
illustrates the potential of computer skills to provide a means of doing ”projects” when 
age related declines in strength prohibit physically demanding projects to be done. While 
having a computer in the home enabled the usual kinds of activities such as email with 
friends, children and grandchildren, it also allowed him to produce the newsletter for the 
local neighbourhood watch group.  The computer makes that kind of community 
involvement easier and is a substitute for household projects that are now difficult. 
 
I’ve got something on there now that I’m working on, 
always something, and I can’t do much physically now that 
– paint the house or something like that – or the garden.  I 
can’t cut the grass, employ someone to cut the grass or 
something like that so if you can’t do physical things you 
can’t.  So a project now is a project on the computer.  As 
we call it now that’s the next room I’m going to decorate or 
something like that  
 
Older men suffer the losses of occupation role, a livelihood, and being part of a 
community of co-workers (Thompson, 1994).  Identity for men who were born and grew 
up before the Depression or World War 11 is still the traditional masculinity linked to 
career success and work (Solomon & Szwabo, 1994). It is significant, then that work of a 
kind can continue for some older men when they have mastered the computer, providing 
continuity of satisfaction and self esteem.  
 
While most of the learners in the club were not in the same proficiency level as the tutor, 
nevertheless, they, too, spoke of scenes in which the computer played a central part in 
their activities and achievements. Many can see that the computer will allow them to 
communicate with friends and family, and to have hobbies and interests that can 
continue if their physical capacities inhibit other kinds of activities. The following example 
demonstrates how the potential of the computer is envisaged by this man (82 years) to 
enable particular activities in the future.  
 
I still have to master the scanner but I'm going to do 
wonderful things with it, much the same as I'm going to do 
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wonderful things with the spreadsheets … all these 
wonderful things but having the machine gives one a 
conscious potential. … but you've got to have the where-
with-all to get going. That's what I feel with this collection 
here (indicating computer, printer and scanner) 
 
 
Future potential was a theme that emerged in many of the interviews, in different 
contexts, whether it was for playing games, getting into chat rooms, or tracing 
genealogy. Although the mastery of the technology was difficult, having the complete 
set-up makes it possible to achieve particular outcomes. The interviewee above places 
himself in scenes in a future where he is doing ”wonderful things” with the scanner and 
spreadsheets. All of these future achievements are associated with having the “where-
with-all” to accomplish activities that are personally valued. Therefore, the acts that are 
required in the present are those that provide the skills to use the computer. As the 
interviewee states, “I’ll quite rapidly master the scanner when I get a bit of time … when I 
find the articles, just to be able to bring them into my records in the computer and think 
about, put them where I want to. It’s pretty exciting”. The computer in the present is 
associated with potential that is realised in a future scene imagined by this older man as 
being “exciting”. The collusion of technology skills with the life trajectory suggests that 
the computer allows a specific biography to continue.  In terms of continuity of identity in 
a changing world, the computer is complicit in providing a “capacity to keep a particular 
narrative going” (Giddens, 1991, p. 54). 
 
Generic and stereotypical assumptions about all older people in the context of computer 
use obfuscate the nuanced differences in older learners’ orientations to the use of new 
technologies (Swindell, 2002). This study has highlighted the relationships between 
computer use and the older learners’ aspirations, hopes and desires. Thus, the 
opportunities provided by computers should be seen in the context of the older persons’ 
life trajectory: 
 
The individual’s biography, if she is to maintain regular 
interaction with others in the day-to-day world, cannot be 
wholly fictive.  It must continually integrate events which 
occur in the external world, and sort them into the ongoing 
”story” about the self (Giddens, 1991, p. 54).   
 
The story of the self, in the context of social ageing, has a progressive trajectory where 
aspirations are purposefully adjusted to objective chances (Bourdieu, 1979, p. 110). This 
kind of description aptly describes how the older learners and the tutor approach their 
teaching, learning and training at the computer club. While the group provides a context 
in which the skills of the tutor can be appropriated in a way that provided him with 
satisfaction, older learners are gaining knowledge attuned to their needs.  
 
Conclusion 
 
A considerable amount of attention has been given to the social exclusion of particular 
risk groups, such as older people, from the information society. The results of this 
qualitative study, however, provide information about the potential of technology to 
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improve older people’s lives when linked to their individual fields of interest. The 
relationship between habitus and field in the context of older learners using computer 
technology can be understood as one of adaptation to the new in regard to interests, or 
dispositions. In this kind of learning relationship, the work of the peer tutor is important. 
In the first instance, the tutor has an understanding of the kinds of problems encountered 
by people in their later years. In a style highly reminiscent of the kinds of rote learning 
older people would have encountered in their school days, the tutorials follow a similar 
logic. Repetition and practice is the basis of the teaching theory, maintaining the same 
format and reinforcing the terms and processes to use for various activities such as word 
processing, email and web browsing. The findings from this case study demonstrate how 
groups like the computer club support the highly specific needs of older learners. The 
use of peer teachers is fundamentally important because they have an understanding of 
the kinds of problems likely to be encountered by older learners – unfamiliarity with 
technology, memory loss, and tentative confidence levels. In addition, the interaction 
between members of the club provides evidence to support the contention that a variety 
of purposes are served and a diversity of interests supported in the group meetings. The 
diversity of interests and levels of engagement are also likely to be sensitive to 
differences on the basis of gender. Importantly, the skills gained in the club provide older 
learners with the capacities to engage with future scenarios, imagining a time when their 
skills with the computer enable them to continue activities associated with their lifestyles. 
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Appendix 
 
Seniors Computer Club RoomTutorial Roomx 5 Computers
Table
Chairs
Sink & Tea Making
Table
Screen
Projector
Tutors Seat & Laptop
TV & Fan
Foyer
Public Computer Terminal
Office Space
Service Counter
Public Entrance
Vertical Blinds
Steps Up
Ground Floor
Second Floor
Grey Army
Employment National
Seniors Community Organisation  
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